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Chapter I 
Introduction 
Statement of the Problem 
You swing and you swing, 
O sea, you play a child's game. 
But, 
I must pose. 
I must pretend, 
I must act the role 
Of happy woman, 
Happy wife. 
- Kamala Das, The Suicide, 1973 
 
Women in India, have traditionally held the role of nurturer, whether wife or 
mother. While many women enjoy this role and are fulfilled by serving family and others, 
the issue arises when society perpetuates the narrative that this is the only role women are 
capable of, or should be, embodying. Kamala Das’s poem, written in 1973, gives voice to 
the many women who struggle with this role that is assigned to them at birth, and the 
choices that they are not given. The poem suggests that the roots of feminism were 
slowly taking hold inside the Indian woman, who was realizing that she was not satisfied 
with the way things were. Even though the poem is open to interpretation, one can 
confidently say that Das, often portrayed as an iconoclast at the time, was trying to start 
an honest conversation about the status of women. She was unapologetic in her criticisms 
of the ways that keeping up the archetype of happy wife, family, and honor had cost 
women the rights that they were guaranteed by the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. Her poems brought forward the alternative, truer, narrative of the women who 
were, and are, reduced to being carriages of culture and humility, many of whom faced, 
and continue to face, either emotional or physical abuse. 
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Das’ poems present a voice of struggle against the systematic oppression of 
women, and the following sections will explore how the definition of femininity is deeply 
intertwined with the concept of nationalism, and the performance of cultural duty in order 
to protect the sanctity of marriage and family. Beginning with investigating how laws and 
policies have held women back in their status as second-class citizens, unable to exercise 
their right to feel safe, the chapter will delve into the roles that critical pedagogy and third 
world feminism play in achieving sustainable equity in India.  These policies and 
theoretical frameworks provide a foundation for my curriculum design project, which 
uses Indian English feminist literature to amplify monolithic understandings of feminism 
in the Indian context. 
A 2014 United Nations Population Funds (UNPFA) – International Center for 
Research on Women (ICRW) joint study entitled Masculinity, Intimate Partner Violence 
and Son Preference in India, found that “Sixty-six percent of men believed that they had 
‘a greater say than their wife/partner in the important decisions that affect us.’” Here, the 
definition or parameters concerning an important decision are ambiguous, however, it is 
safe to assume that their husbands, or their families decide the role the women play in 
these households. An underwhelming 24% of women have the final say in significant 
matters, such as their reproductive and sexual health, and this is a cause for concern. 
Das’s poem exposes the truth about the structural violence (Galtung, 1969) that 
has helped maintain this ideal of a “happy woman.”  This is a woman who is happy with 
not having a say, who is unprepared to make tough decisions, and must rely on her 
partner. The institutions of family and marriage are sacred in the Indian context, and they 
are perceived as safe spaces where individuals are able to express themselves as they 
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wish. Although, this isn’t the reality for more than half of the participants of the study, as 
has been established, there is inequity in the manner in which men and women participate 
in their relationship. In fact, it is often these very institutions that safeguard laws and 
policies that can prove to be disadvantageous to women. 
Article 14 in the Constitution of India reads, “Equality before law—The State 
shall not deny to any person equality before the law or the equal protection of the laws 
within the territory of India.” While the constitution makes this noble promise, there are 
discrepancies between sections of the constitution and the Indian Penal Code (IPC) that 
become more obvious as each year goes by. According to data collected by the National 
Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), an average of 26% perpetrators in reported cases of rape 
between 2011-13, and 13.7% in reported cases of cruelty by husband or relatives in 2013, 
were convicted of their crimes. Whereas these cases are registered because of acts 
committed that violate the rights of citizens that fall under the protection of the IPC, some 
cases go unregistered because the IPC does not account for a very real danger that many 
women face on a daily basis: marital rape. A certificate of marriage sets the 
disadvantageous precedent that refutes a woman’s prerogative to consent, and sets society 
back by centuries, to a time when women were thought of as property. Close 
examinations of the laws addressing sexual violence, specifically marital rape, prove that 
there indeed is an inconsistency in intention and implementation where supporting 
equality in Indian society is concerned. 
Section 375 of the IPC states, a man can be accused of rape if he has had sexual 
intercourse with the woman 
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(i) Against her will, (ii) without her consent, (iii) with her consent, when it is 
obtained by threatening her life, or the life of anyone she cares about, (iv) with 
her consent, when she believes that he is another man to whom she is or believes 
herself to be lawfully married, (v) with her consent, when at the time of giving 
such consent, she is of unsound mind due to intoxication or the administration of 
a substance and is unable to understand the nature and consequences of that to 
which she gives consent, (vi) with or without her consent, when she is under 
sixteen years of age. 
This definition of rape, in such detail, is important to understand for two reasons, firstly, 
because of the similar meanings of consent in circumstances that are immediate, and 
those that are for long periods, i.e. marriage. Secondly, the language indicates that rape 
can only happen when a man attacks a woman, which is problematic. The language, and 
thus the law, fails to consider the men who have been victims of sexual assault, and 
invalidates their encounter. Besides the fact that men not allowed the opportunity to bring 
the perpetrators up to charges in court, many are unable to even talk about their 
experiences, out of fear of being ostracized. The widely accepted, toxic, definition of 
masculinity, as being sexually aggressive, and strong thereby inviolable, has made it 
impossible for male victims to come forward without being perceived as weak or being 
accused of lying. The perpetrators, and society at large constantly and consistently 
victimize these men, creating a vicious cycle of violence.  
Thirdly, and most relevant to this project, an exception that follows the section 
says, “Sexual intercourse by a man with his own wife, the wife not being under fifteen 
years of age, is not rape.” Consent, is to say yes to the act of intercourse, given that one is 
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of sound mind, has not been coerced in any manner, and is able to comprehend the nature 
and consequences of giving consent. This definition is acceptable in circumstances where 
sexual intercourse is immediate or in the near future. However, it is impossible to 
ascertain that a woman about to be married and thus giving consent for the entire period 
that she is married, will be of sound mind, has not been coerced, or will never be under 
enormous amounts of pressure to engage in sexual intercourse against her will. Common 
sense would urge one to consider how easy it would be to intimidate a teenager into 
consenting to sexual activity, especially under threat of violence, yet the courts continue 
to look the other way. 
        The UNPFA-ICRW joint study, mentioned above, looked at how, “average Indian 
male interprets the idea of ‘masculinity’ and how that shapes his interactions with women 
and increases his desire for sons.” (UNPFA, November 2014). 9,205 men and 3,158 
women between the ages of 18-49 from 8 states were asked about the following scenarios 
of sexual violence: 
1.     Forced wife/partner to have sex with you when she did not want to 
2.     Had sex with your wife or girlfriend when you knew she did not want it, but 
you believed she should agree because she was your wife/partner or girlfriend 
3.     Forced your wife/partner to watch pornography when she didn’t want to 
4.     Forced wife/partner to do something sexual that she did not want to 
According to the UNPFA press release in November 2014, “75 per cent men expected 
their partners to agree to sex. Moreover, over 50 per cent men didn’t expect their partners 
to use contraceptives without their permission.” 52% women surveyed had experienced 
violence in their lifetime. In many cases, violence is a result of the wife saying no, or 
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opposing the husband’s authority. One would think, given the concrete evidence, that 
passing a bill repealing the clause that exempts sexually abusive husbands from any sort 
of punishment would be the next step towards protecting the rights of married women. 
Unfortunately, any attempt to change this law has been repudiated. 
The Justice Verma Committee was constituted in December 2012, with the 
responsibility for making recommendations for “amendments to the Criminal Law so as 
to provide for quicker trial and enhanced punishment for criminals accused of committing 
sexual assault against women.” (“Justice Verma Committee Report Summary,” 
2013).  They recommended, among other things, the removal of the exception to marital 
rape. They made the argument that, “the exemption for marital rape stems from a long 
outdated notion of marriage which regarded wives as no more than the property of their 
husbands” (“Report of the Committee on Amendments to Criminal Law,” 2012, p. 113-
118). The response from the Rajya Sabha Parliamentary Standing Committee on Home 
Affairs being, “if the marital rape is brought under the law, the entire family system will 
be under great stress and the Committee may perhaps be doing more injustice” (167th 
Report on the Criminal Law (Amendment) Bill, 2012). 
Exempting marital rape is not only an infringement of a married woman’s right to 
equality; it is also a gross violation of her basic human right to not be subjected to 
“torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” (Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, 1948). It is a transgression by the law, and it maintains a 
gendered hierarchy in society, where the rights of the man upon marriage, take 
precedence over the rights of the woman. An argument could be made that the family 
system is under greater duress because of the endemic violence and abuse within 
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marriages and homes, which is overlooked in an effort to preserve the ideal. In this 
environment, the approach to women’s rights movements, and feminism, has been a 
difficult one. Mainstream definitions of feminism explain it as the western way to protest 
and defame existing religious, cultural, traditional, and familial structures, and the 
concept thusly faces tremendous resistance and backlash. Feminism, however, as Jasbir 
Jain (2011) expresses, in Indigenous Roots of Feminism, “is more than a voice of protest 
or questioning. It is moral self-reflection, a conquering of inner fears and a realization of 
self-worth… it does not abandon values or relationships, but goes on to create new ones” 
(p. 288). 
Purpose of the Project 
The purpose of this project is to design a workshop curriculum that uses Indian 
English feminist literature to define and exemplify the need for feminism in the Indian 
context. Along with critically examining laws, policies, and historical narratives, using a 
non-traditional, interdisciplinary approach, interspersing creative activities, such as 
poetry writing, and debate to create a more rounded learning experience, the curriculum 
will serve as a bridge to critical consciousness for middle school students. The primary 
goal of this project is to make the concept of feminism more relatable for students, and 
start the conversation on gender equity at the middle school level. 
Women’s rights and feminist theory are a part of the state sponsored, as well as 
private school curriculum. However, a vast quantity of academic research and conceptual 
understanding of feminism seems to emerge from the west, including some inaccuracies 
in the portrayal of third world women. Understandably, the simple question arises, “How 
would concepts born in a western country apply to India, when they are so different?” 
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Which is why, situating feminism in India, accounting for the Indian woman’s 
experience, becomes of the utmost importance. Indian English feminist literature may 
have had its meager beginnings post-independence; but it brought to fore a conversation 
about the various roles a woman has, and how education creates change. This project 
seeks to provide students the opportunity to ask questions about feminism, and enable 
them to find answers, in an environment that supports their learning, not just as students 
in a classroom, but also as citizens. 
The tenets of critical pedagogy are not in the realm of the unknown for 
educational policy makers and curriculum creators, as is apparent with articles published 
by the National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT), in India. In an 
article titled, Schooling for Social Transformation (Babu, 2007, p. 5), the author writes, 
“The National Curriculum Framework –2005 proposed radical shifts in theory and 
practice of schooling… [It] questions the authority of the ‘textbook’ over knowledge and 
redefines the role of textbook as one of the facilitators of knowledge rather than the sole 
custodian of knowledge.” The relationship between intention and implementation, 
however, becomes clear, as schools continue to place emphasis on good grades, and rote 
memorization to achieve success. Thus, another question that arises is whether the 
regimented system of education allows for students to wander outside the boundaries, and 
delve deeper into the issues that concern society at present. 
 Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that, “Education 
shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the 
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote 
understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and 
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shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.” Education 
in it’s present condition hasn’t helped the realization of this basic human right, at least in 
schools where the necessity for rounded development hasn’t been emphasized as much as 
high test scores and academic performance. They look at education as a factory owner 
would look at an assembly line, where the teacher is responsible for quality assurance, or 
to make sure that each student matches the perfect prototype. One of the goals of this 
project is to disrupt the idea of the perfect prototype, and create an environment that 
fosters inclusion and acceptance of differences. In engaging with students through literary 
arts, such as poetry analyzing and writing, they are given the opportunity for all round 
development, and can have a richer educational experience. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
In the time before the colonization of India, education was a privilege reserved for 
the higher castes, particularly men. Since men were the carriers of the family name, the 
dynasty, and traditions, it seemed only natural that they be given the opportunity to learn. 
This was a time when women were considered property, and lower castes were 
continually exploited.  “Traditionally, only the ‘higher’ castes were allowed access to 
scholarly knowledge which was used by them as an ideological weapon (Althusser, 1984) 
to establish their supremacy in the caste hierarchy, while the “lower” castes learnt the 
skills needed for their hereditary occupations” (Ratnam, 2015). Occupations were 
decided before a child was even born, much like the roles for women. The performance 
of these roles was their nationalistic duty, explained away as an important cog in the 
well-oiled machine of society.  
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Of course, women from higher castes were privileged in many ways, monetary 
and status, that women from lower castes weren’t. The intersectionality of their identities, 
as women, who were from a lower caste, occupationally limited to serving others, 
ensured that their stories of struggle were different than those of higher caste women. 
Feminism, taught as a western concept of iconoclastic protest, doesn’t acknowledge the 
complex history and obstacles faced by women in India, who have led such differing 
lives within India. “Within a postcolonial context, there are more serious challenges than 
in the first world between academic feminism and women’s movements because often, 
women face literally life and death issues, such as dowry murders in India, and the 
resurgence of sati” (Katrak, 2006). Creating a curriculum that adequately explores the 
divergent stories of women in India is vital to students’ understanding the context of 
feminism in India.  
 Challenging the status quo is not a task to be taken lightly. The status quo 
demands that students don’t question their teachers, or raise a debate about something 
stated authoritatively in their textbooks. It asserts that men have the right to make 
decisions for the women in their lives, and that women’s identities are only formed in 
relation to the men around them. Critical consciousness would disrupt the balance that the 
status quo seeks to maintain, a timid homeostasis achieved through years of oppression 
and control. The lenses of critical pedagogy and third world feminism, explained as 
follows, will help achieve the goal of making gender equity a part of student vocabulary.  
Critical Pedagogy   
Critical Pedagogy seeks to address the concept of cultural politics by both 
legitimizing, as well as challenging, experiences and perceptions shaped by the 
 11 
histories and socioeconomic realities that give meaning to everyday lives of 
students and their constructions of what is perceived as truth. (Darder, Baltodano, 
& Torres, 2009, p. 10). 
Whereas the Indian constitution calls for the equal treatment of all the country’s 
citizens, the reality is that the deeply embedded prejudices and biases, whether based on 
religion, caste, or occupational status, causes many people to receive less than equal 
treatment. The banking concept (Freire, 2009, p. 52) of education dehumanizes students 
and disregards their ability to think, imagine, and transform. It also doesn’t acknowledge 
the various individual histories that students bring into the classroom. Education is a 
medium for them to learn the skills to become capable of transformation, and Freire 
(2009) suggests the problem posing method, the heart of which is, “Responding to the 
essence of consciousness– intentionality– rejects communiqués and embodies 
communication,” (p. 56) and therefore students are no longer passive recipients of 
information, that may or may not be relevant to their lives outside of school. “The teacher 
is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with 
the students, who in turn while being taught also teach” (Freire, 2009, p. 57).   
A point may be made that certain facts need to be delivered to the students for 
them to independently or interdependently investigate and engage with the concept, but, 
is time really given to students to think critically about or even find personal connections 
with the information they’ve been provided? More often than not, there is only enough 
time for a simple deposit of information. Since examinations don’t necessarily assess the 
quality of education, but the quantity, students might not have completely grasped the 
concept yet be graded well if they are able to rote learn and write down rehearsed 
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answers. Assessments, although important, are not a vital part or focus of the curriculum 
proposed in this project. It was created to foster active learning skills in students, and 
enable them to pose questions without fear of criticism or reprimand. Whether or not the 
students were able to grasp the concept of feminism in India will depend on their art, 
which will not follow the standards by which regular examinations are assessed.  
Teachers, facilitators and curriculum developers may truly think that they are 
doing a disservice to their students by making provisions for art in the curriculum and 
lesson plan. They might believe that art could possibly derail the student’s academic 
progress. Often, “students, as well as their teachers, with all their varied talents and 
challenges, [are] reduced to a test score,” (Lipman, 2009, p. 366) thus, a student’s 
inability perform is a direct result of a teacher’s inability to stick to the curriculum. 
Through critical pedagogy, we can find a way to change the narrative about the 
transformative impact of art in education and the benefits of making it a part of the 
learning process. Schools should be spaces where a student learns the facts but also learns 
to question them, where common sense knowledge doesn’t take precedence over good 
sense. Education must be liberating, a resource that helps develop the tools to critically 
think about the world and to understand what we can do to bring changes in certain 
facets. But, schools as we know them now focus on depositing information into the minds 
of students, and don’t nurture the student’s ability to question.  
In schools, as well as in the broader public, there is an absence of counter 
hegemonic discourses that capture the gravity of the current situation in urban 
schools and press for rich intellectual experiences, cultural and social relevance, 
democratic participation, and critical thought. (Lipman, 2009,p. 372).  
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Where questioning, other than doubts that pertain to concepts within the subject 
matter that don’t overstep the teacher-facilitators authority, is generally not acceptable, 
the model of critical pedagogy allows for a restructuring of the classroom as a space of 
reflection and creation, and active engagement with the learning material, where 
authority is constructively challenged through activities. The curriculum is designed for 
students and facilitators to confront their own values and beliefs, inner transformation, 
before they can take what they learn about feminism outside the four walls of their 
classrooms. Other than the issues with instructional models, the content of the 
coursework around feminism in India itself is overdue for an appraisal.  
Third World Feminism: 
While one cannot say with certainty when the idea of feminism took root in the 
Indian subcontinent, the legislative fight for women’s rights seems to have begun during 
the era of colonialism. For example, over the span of two centuries, through the efforts of 
many regional emperors, non-British colonists, law reformers, as well as British colonists 
culminated in the 1829 law condemning the cultural practice of Sati – when a widowed 
woman would be burnt alive in her husband’s funeral pyre. In a society where a woman’s 
value and identity had always been in relation to the men in her life, there was an 
increased risk to women’s lives when there were no longer men present to protect them. 
But, not only was the woman’s life at stake, it was also the family’s honor, and any harm 
that would befall her at the hands of other men, would bring shame to her family. She 
was a prized possession as long as her ‘current owner’ was alive, but of no value once 
they were gone. This, along with other beliefs, led to self-immolation being concluded as 
one of the only options for widowed women.  
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Sati being decreed illegal was a step forward for proponents of women’s rights in 
India. Just as “indigenous female traditions of resistance were often eroded by racist 
colonial practices,” (Katrak, 2006) even though they were largely forgotten in the telling 
of colonial history, Indian feminists existed, but the vocabulary did not. The post 
independence, and India- Pakistan partition, however, brought the practice back, as a 
revolt against laws implemented by the British, and “women, usually considered to be the 
guardians of tradition, [became] commodities subjected to male violence on either side of 
the political divide” (Katrak, 2015). The levels of violence and death were at such a high, 
that the atrocities committed against women were explained away as collateral damage, 
and grouped under the large title of mass casualties in history textbooks. That the 
situation was far more nuanced than ‘mass casualties’ is a fact that is left out of the 
narrative, which salutes the sacrifice of thousands for the creation of a great country. 
Katrak (2006) rightly says, “along with documenting indigenous roots of feminism in 
postcolonial regions, it is important to demystify history, as Jayawardena puts it, from 
‘both colonial distortions and nationalist exaggerations’” (p. 57).   
Whether in the form of mythology, or strong female rulers in the 13th century, or 
artists and academics in the postmodern era, the tenets of feminism have existed in India 
for centuries, and deserve to be recognized. Western feminism is important and has its 
place in the curriculum, but as the ideology of feminism is consistently rejected by many, 
it becomes increasingly important to showcase the efforts of third world feminists who 
understand the differences in the struggles of people all over the world.  
The emphasis, in modern Indian feminism, is on self-recognition, self-worth, self-
image, which could have been harmed because of systematic oppression, and 
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misogynistic practices that lead women to believe that they are incapable of contributing 
to society. This focus on ‘the self’ is problematic in a society where more norms and 
traditions are dictated by the concepts of collectivism and putting others before oneself. 
Kamala Das (1965) explains the expectations society has for a woman, in “An 
Introduction.” She writes, 
Dress in sarees, be girl 
Be wife, they said. Be embroiderer, be cook, 
Be a quarreller with servants. Fit in. Oh, 
Belong, cried the categorizers… 
Where ‘the self’ is not allowed to exist outside of the communally sanctioned boundaries 
described above, social movements have become crucial to create sustainable change in 
the perceptions of women and their responsibilities.  
 
Significance of the Project 
Indian English feminist literature is a commentary on social stratification, 
misogyny, unequal citizenship, and a violation of human rights. It started with telling the 
story of the oppressed Indian housewife, instances of mental and physical torture, 
questioning social dogmas, realizing individuality, and with time the focus of the 
narrative shifts to include the stories most relevant and important to the women of that 
time. At this moment, Indian English feminist literature is focused on the woman as a 
sexual being, trying to satisfy her needs and wants, instead of living to serve others, 
which is what is expected of most women. It questions the hand-me-down morals and 
norms that are blatantly trying to strip women of their individuality and their voice – ‘the 
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self.’ Through this, it calls for action and an interrogation of not only perceptions, but 
also laws and government codes that have helped maintain a gendered hierarchy. 
If students were able to read and spend time deconstructing poems written by feminist 
Indian writers, they would be simultaneously enhancing their creative, technical, as well 
as critical thinking abilities. For instance, a student might relate to the works of Das 
(1965), who writes in “An Introduction,” 
Don’t write in English, they said, English is 
Not your mother-tongue. Why not leave 
Me alone, critics, friends, visiting cousins, 
Every one of you? Why not let me speak in 
Any language I like? The language I speak, 
Becomes mine, its distortions, its queernesses 
All mine, mine alone. 
This excerpt from the poem could go a long way in putting the students at ease; it 
could give them the confidence to continue their quest to read a in language that they 
might not be as comfortable with, as their native tongue. Some might say that the poet 
wants to make a statement about de-colonizing the education system, and taking 
ownership of one’s educational experience, success, and expression. Another possible 
interpretation could be that the poet is seeking to reclaim her voice, saying that it is okay 
to be different, to be queer, to revel in your individuality. It aids in enriching their 
vocabulary by adding new meaning to words like, in the above-mentioned case, 
decolonization, voice, queer, etc. 
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It is easy to understand why students are not able to engage with the concept of 
feminism, if the current discourse within the textbooks borrows definitions and concepts 
from the West. While it is important to learn about world history and feminism in other 
countries as well, contextualizing learning while introducing fresh concepts can prove 
beneficial for students. It affords them the chance to understand the world through their 
individual lens, which is shaped by their interactions and experiences in society. Their 
varied perspectives, what they learn within the classroom, versus what they learn through 
society would make for an interesting debate in class. It may even disrupt the notion of 
binaries, in the outside world, where most of them have been told that things are one way 
or the other. 
It is important to first review already existing works of established persons, thus 
the dominant learning experience isn’t one of facts and figures that may seem daunting to 
students, but of lived experiences that supplement and contextualize those facts and 
figures. Facilitating discussions surrounding any new discoveries, feelings, or ideas that 
they come to through the unraveling of a poem is just as vital to the wholesome 
development of students. The intention is to reflect on one’s own experiences in relation 
to the topic of study, and to emphasize the need to understand all aspects of a situation 
before one can write about it. These discussions will also help create a space for a free 
flow of information and ideas, interaction, and movement. In addition to which, it will 
assist students in creating their own literary works, as they reflect. The purpose of 
creating poetry is not as much about skill as it is about learning to express and think 
deeply. I firmly believe that the pairing of women’s rights with arts through feminist 
literature is an important avenue for research, development, and implementation.  
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Chapter II 
Literature Review 
Introduction 
The role of students as contributors to classroom discourse, as thinkers, as people 
who brought their personal stories and life experiences into the classroom, [is] 
silenced or severely circumscribed by the need for the class to ‘cover’ a generic 
curriculum at a pace established by the district and the state for all the schools. 
(McNeil, 2009, p. 385). 
45 to 60 minutes is the time allotted to teachers and students in formal educational 
setting, whether private or public, to discuss the day’s curriculum. At times, it may seem 
there is barely enough time to cover the reading and assign homework, let alone discuss 
its implications, answer questions, or deliberate alternative viewpoints on the subject 
matter. McNeil (2009) is referring to students in the United States, but unfortunately, 
students in India have very similar experiences in their classrooms. Even as the literacy 
rate increases, and government-aided programs such as Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (total 
literacy campaign) ensure free and compulsory education for all children between the 
ages of 6-14, the challenges posed by time constraints, and societal dogmas persist. 
The right to education is a universal right, but the question that begs to be asked is 
whether the quality of education meted out to students is up to the mark; a well rounded 
education that allows students to absorb knowledge, channel it into various aspects of 
their lives, and think as critical beings who transform the world around them. More often 
than not, the knowledge that students receive at school is quickly forgotten as they fill 
pages up in subjective examinations, and little circles on objective papers. Unfortunately, 
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competitive examinations, testing, and high levels of stress regarding admissions into 
prestigious universities, have reduced schools into training facilities that are meant to 
enable good grades, and well-embellished resumes. That socialization is an enormous 
part of schooling is largely forgotten. The school that, “claims ‘monopoly’ over 
knowledge and acts as custodian of knowledge… defines and legitimizes the 
knowledge… transacts the knowledge, rather authoritatively” (Babu, 2007), is also 
responsible for the information that students absorb that isn’t a part of their curriculum. 
Messages about gender roles, patriotism, and religion are embedded in the infrastructure 
of the school, the teaching styles that students are exposed to, and induce them to, 
“comply with dominant ideologies and social practices related to authority, behavior, and 
morality” (McLaren, 2009, p. 75).   
The literature reviewed in the following chapter will demonstrate the multiple 
ways in which the implementation of transformative pedagogical practices in Indian 
schools, and the personal narrative, can influence structural and cultural violence, that 
have helped maintain a hierarchical structure in which Indian society functions. 
Transformative pedagogy in Indian schools 
 Critical literacy is vital, “for questioning power relations, discourses, and 
identities in a world not yet finished, just or humane” (Shor, 2009, p. 282). In recent 
times, the concept of critical pedagogy has made its way into Indian student-teacher 
curriculum, but the journey from academic exploration to practical implementation is 
fraught with obstacles. A significant piece comes from the focus on examinations. School 
is simplified into a place where students transition from childhood to adulthood via the 
passing of several examinations. A participant from a study, part of a paper titled Critical 
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Pedagogy for the Future in Indian Education, where 15 student-teachers from the 
University of Mumbai, India, were interviewed, was quoted as having said that, 
“…Indian education system has definitely not succeeded well enough in achieving NPE 
goals mainly as it is exam-oriented and not student-oriented and the focus is more and 
more on rote-learning and not on understanding of student…” (Mehta & Pandya, 2015). 
NPE (National Policy on Education), which was developed by the government as a 
means to promote K-12 education in India, set goals to make schooling compulsorily 
accessible to all children, in rural and urban areas. This policy, however, did not account 
for the quality of education since, in many cases, simply having access was a noteworthy 
change.  
 Once schooling becomes available, the focus is on the curriculum covered, that is, 
if the teacher is present at school. Teacher absenteeism is an issue in many schools, rural 
and urban, where students may not have even a teacher go to over the curriculum, let 
alone follow the concept of active engagement in the classroom. The Annual Status of 
Education Report (ASER) in 2011, conducted by Pratham, found that, “on average 78% 
of appointed teachers were marked present in school registers across the three visits to 
each school” (Bhattacharjea, Wadhwa, & Banerji, 2011, p. 25). If the teacher is present 
after all, they may or may not have had training prior to their being hired as a teacher. In 
the report titled Inside Primary Schools, one of the key recommendations based on 
extensive surveys, school visits, and classroom observations at 900 schools, was, 
“Teacher recruitment policies need to assess teachers’ knowledge, but more importantly 
their ability to explain content to children, make information relevant to their lives and to 
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use teaching learning materials and activities other than the textbook” (Bhattacharjea, 
Wadhwa, & Banerji, 2011, p. 8).  
 The study taking a look at the lived experiences of the student-teachers at the 
University of Mumbai, India, sought answers for questions around continued oppression, 
the system of education, and the meaning and significance of Freirean pedagogy within 
that system in today’s context (Mehta & Pandya, 2015).  Having been exposed to Freire’s 
(2009) concept of liberation and praxis, “the action and reflection of men upon their 
world in order to transform it” (p. 56), a participant said, “I think it is easy to preach than 
to practice…I have major concern about raising voice…it’s like asking for more 
trouble…and worse no one by your side…” (Mehta & Pandya, 2015). The participant 
calls our attention to a vital component of action, voice, which is often stifled and shut 
down. It takes courage to raise one’s voice, especially in a setting where doing so could 
almost certainly have you ostracized. Students aren’t taught to question, or debate, unless 
it is a curricular requirement. The participant continued, to say, “Here the ones holding 
power are misusing their powers and are getting more powerful…while others remain 
powerless…and are getting more harassed and exploited…naturally you feel - what I can 
do alone to change the situation anyway?” (Mehta & Pandya, 2015) It is a reiteration of a 
sentiment felt by many, about their voice and opinion being immaterial, and ultimately 
unable to cause change. Hidden curriculum, a powerful message hidden in the subtext of 
their lessons, dealing with, “the tacit ways in which knowledge and behavior get 
constructed,” (McLaren, 2009, p. 75) dictates that they do exactly as their teacher or elder 
says, whether right or wrong.  
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The defeatist attitude exhibited by the future teachers interviewed in the study is a 
cause for concern. Not only has critical pedagogy been deemed impractical, even in a 
publication of the National Curriculum Framework in 2005, it was said that, “In a system 
of education that is divided between a fast-growing private sector and a larger state sector 
marked by shortages and the uneven spread of resources, the issue of quality poses 
complex conceptual and practical questions” (“National Curriculum Framework,” 2005). 
This framework is published by NCERT, which also publishes textbooks for K-12, and is 
familiar with the tenets of critical pedagogy. The relationship between intention and 
implementation is influenced by the teacher, the school, and the timetable. It seems 
unrealistic to be able to, evolve “different strategies for different learners. For example, 
encouraging speaking up in class may be important for some children, while for others it 
may be learning to listen to others” (National Curricular Framework, 2005, p. 24).  
The workshop curriculum proposed in this project seeks to enable teachers to 
practically democratize the classroom so that they are able to build a reciprocal 
relationship with their students. A significant part of the curriculum involves them 
finding their voices, and expressing themselves. Injustice occurs and persists when there 
is an imbalance in the power that each party has. In this case, the students and teachers 
will have the opportunity to explore feminism in India together, without the pressure of 
standing alone, or against the status quo. The system of schooling, in its present condition 
is reminiscent of colonization. “The pedagogical principles and practices that are in 
operation in classroom aimed at maintaining status quo, hence, it is essentially conformist 
in nature” (Babu, 2007, p. 9). The curriculum, and their teachers, slowly strip students off 
any individuality or non-conformist thoughts, educating them to believe that there is only 
 23 
one narrative, the one decided upon by the privileged. Exposing students to Indian 
English feminist literature encourages them to take this language associated with 
colonizers, learn to make it their own, and use it to ask constructive questions that disrupt 
the dominant narrative.  
Hegemony (McLaren, 2009), the process in which the dominant culture exercises 
their clout over subordinate cultures, permits education to be controlled by those in 
power. “Students who enter the academy unwilling to accept without question the 
assumptions and values held by privileged classes tend to be silenced, deemed 
troublemakers” (Hooks, 2009, p. 136). As Adichie (2009) tried to explain, the danger of 
the single story is that it leaves out the multiple perspectives that all of humanity brings to 
the table, and is thus myopic. Even in a traditional classroom setting, no two students 
perceive the blackboard the same way. Feminism, studied through the lens of Indian 
English writers who battled biases based on their gender and position in society, helps 
disrupt the monolithic assumption of feminism being synonymous with western ideology.  
 There is an apparent divide between what is perceived as education that school is 
responsible for, and one that students receive at home. Schools are held responsible for 
teaching students the ABC’s of coursework important for a successful transition into 
adulthood, all the while also educating them about the expectations that society and the 
nation have from them, whether to stay home and take care of family, or get a job and be 
the financial provider. Giroux (1997) commented on this obvious discrepancy, “the 
critical question here is whose future, story, and interests does the school represent” (as 
cited in Babu, 2007, p. 10). The various publications by the NCERT would have us 
believe that critical pedagogy is embedded in the curriculum, which may very well be 
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true, but the fact is that the values of critical thinking haven’t translated into the school 
system. “Indian school – the noun – though claims to be egalitarian, democratic and 
inclusive, Indian school – the verb – has been unequal, undemocratic and has been 
excluding experience for many not only because of physical distance but also more 
fundamentally due to epistemological distance” (Babu, 2007, p. 11).  
In a multicultural society like India, with such a complicated history, the 
curriculum follows a one shoe fits all model, which is unsuited for all rounded 
development. The National Curriculum Framework states that,  
The pluralistic and diverse nature of Indian society definitely makes a strong case 
for preparing a variety of not only textbooks but also other materials, so as to 
promote children’s creativity, participation and interest, thereby enhancing their 
learning. No one textbook can cater to the diverse needs of different groups of 
students. (As cited in Bhattacharjea, Wadhwa, & Banerji, 2011, p. 42).   
Yet, due to the limitations on time and the facilities provided by the school, teachers 
might not have the choice to deviate from the textbook and use other materials to 
augment the student’s learning. The infrastructure barely allows for the completion of 
coursework, let alone approach topics outside of it. For example, consider a situation 
where most of the boys in a classroom have opted to play soccer as an extracurricular 
activity, and the few girls that were interested were turned away because there weren’t 
enough students to play girls v/s boys, or none of the boys wanted them on their team. 
Critical pedagogy would call for the teacher to address this situation, and create a space 
where students can discuss why they think this situation arose, reflect on their experience, 
how it can be helped, and collectively find a solution, all within the 45 minutes that they 
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have to cover their curriculum. They may or may not reach a consensus, but they are sure 
to determine the successful use of class time by how well the students fare on their 
homework.  
Addressing the issue of gender equity at a middle school level, when differences 
in people’s behaviors toward boy and girls start becoming apparent is vital to their 
relational understanding of the world. While government and private sector education are 
publishing and following curriculum that does not fully encompass the nuances of 
citizenship in India, non-profit organizations are a step ahead. The Gender Equity 
Movement in Schools (GEMS) project was initiated to promote gender equality and 
reduce violence by engaging students in critical thinking and self-reflection (“Gender 
Equity Movement in Schools,” 2011). The facilitator-training manual, constituted in 
collaboration, by the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW), Committee 
of Resource Organizations (CORO), and Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), for 
GEMS, states that one of the reasons to educate students regarding gender, is, “to 
distinguish between facts and beliefs or opinions and help students recognize that every 
individual is complex and unique with a wide range of characteristics, and that, 
stereotypes and rigid gender expectations can hinder development and the realization of 
the full potential of both girls and boys” (“Gender Equity Movement in Schools,” 2011).  
 
The Power of Personal Narratives and Addressing Differences 
 “Story telling has been an important dimension of human communication in all 
societies: serving to generate and pass on meaning and guidance in what could be a 
chaotic, brutish, unpredictable world” (Merrill & West, 2009, p. 17). Ancient Indian 
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lawmakers, heretics, sages, and teachers, spread their knowledge through storytelling, 
and analogy. Personal stories would serve as lessons, which in turn became sermons, and 
then diktat. The point of stories was to communicate lived experiences, but the power to 
legitimize or delegitimize someone’s story lay in the hands of hegemony. Even as 
Kamala Das described the struggles of being a married woman in Indian society and the 
expectations one is subjected to, her narrative was rejected and invalidated, because it 
was different than the dominant narrative of the ideal woman. But, women who were 
suffering at the hands of their husbands, or were unhappy with their roles, needed their 
story told. However, Kamala Das was not the comprehensive voice of all ‘Indian 
women,’ a category that fails to acknowledge the nuances accompanying the 
multicultural society of India, with its many religions, castes, and creeds.  
 In a book titled, Playing with Fire: Feminist Thought and Activism through Seven 
Lives in India, author Richa Nagar collaborates with seven rural women activists, 
Sangtins, from various religions and castes, who share their personal stories.  
They collectively and reflexively examine the different meanings of ‘poverty, 
hunger, privilege, and oppression,’ and the politics of ‘casteism, communalism, 
and elitism,’ in their own lives, in their work spaces and activist organizations, 
and in the larger context of the ownership of knowledge within NGOs. (Mohanty, 
2006).  
The universalization of ‘Indian women’ as a category is called into question, because the 
intersecting identities of the Sangtins (Nagar, 2006) reveal that all Indian women do not 
have the same experiences. Their activist identity, focused on listening to the stories of 
other women in their communities who were suffering and did not have a place to go, 
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often held them back from experiencing their own suffering. As they started sharing their 
experiences, and weaving them together to form the book, they realized that, “so well did 
the poisons of casteism, classism, communalism, and sexism blend into one another that 
their bitterness remain[ed] intact on our tongues even after all these years” (Nagar, 2006, 
p. 16). Their childhoods barely felt like childhoods, as the responsibilities, and duties 
associated with being a girl took over their playtime. Some were rejected as soon as they 
were born, until a son was born and their own value increased (Nagar, 2006, p. 25), as an 
additional nurturer. Another had value over her sisters because her vision was intact and 
she was able to provide for her family. Through the telling of these stories, they were able 
to vocalize the social evils that held them back, and Mohanty (2006) calls the book a gift, 
“which enacts and theorises experience, storytelling and memory work as central in the 
production of knowledge and resistance.”  
 Playing with Fire, presents an answer to the western narrative that Mohanty 
(1988) described as the, “homogenization of class, race, religious, and daily material 
practices of women in the third world,” that can, “create a false sense of the commonality 
of oppressions, interests and struggles between and amongst women globally” (p. 77). 
Within the context of India, there are laws that prevent Muslim women from having the 
rights that Hindu, Zoroastrian, Jewish, or Christian women have. In a country where 
nationalist sentiments are deeply intertwined with the dominant religion, Hinduism, 
Muslim women suffer a major handicap in belonging to a minority community, as well as 
being in a position where laws are not able to protect them in dire circumstances. While 
the definition of Secularism in India is meant to support a pluralistic society, it creates 
spaces of unequal citizenship, while it mimics the ideas of tolerance, allowing all of 
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India’s varied citizens, and their communities, the freedom to practice their religion as 
they wished, without legislative hindrances.  
“Citizenship— as both status and process—is itself a multidimensional concept, 
referring to political, social and cultural rights accruing to a person on membership to a 
national community as well as duties to be fulfilled for the public good, most importantly 
loyalty and patriotism” (As cited in Thapan, 2014, p. 228).  Thus, citizenship is a two-
way street, one where the nation is able to protect the fundamental rights of the citizen, 
and the other where the citizen promises nationalism and loyalty. Sharia Law, Muslim 
religious law, however, enables a Muslim man to wed a child as young as 12 years of 
age, which for a person with other religious orientations would be illegal. IPC Section 
375 states, “Sexual intercourse by a man with his own wife, the wife not being under 
fifteen years of age, is not rape,” thus, sexual intercourse in a marriage as described 
above, should be considered rape, but it is an exception. “By legalizing different ages of 
marriage, the State, by implication can be said to condone these harmful attitudes and 
ideas” (“Project on a Mechanism to Address Laws that Discriminate Against Women,” 
2008). The public sanctioning of ethnic cleansing, by, now deceased, Hindu political 
leader, Bal Thackeray, the influential head of the right-wing Shiv Sena, further 
compounded the struggles of Muslim women, and men.  
Chaandni, one of the Sangtins from Playing with Fire, recalls a situation where 
the differences between being a man and a woman, and how they perform religion, 
became clear to her. Her uncle had sexual relations with a woman who was Hindu, and 
was admonished for his behavior, whereas her aunt, who fell in love with a Hindu man 
from their village, was poisoned and killed for dishonoring the family. The incident left a 
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deep impact on her, as a young girl, “when young men made vulgar cracks at them in the 
streets, her heart filled with horror at the thought of what might happen if her mother 
found out about it” (Nagar, 2006, p. 36). Engaged at the age of eleven, her betrothed “did 
whatever pleased him” (Nagar, 2006, p. 36) regardless of Chaandni’s wants, claiming he 
had the right because they were to be married. This same husband divorces her after she 
gives birth to a girl at 14, and becomes gravely ill. Her narrative calls into question the 
archaic notions surrounding performance of womanhood, as defined by her community, 
religion, and family. Given the opportunity to write this book, the women were not 
merely “learners of one’s own culture” but “competent social actors who take an active 
role in shaping their daily experiences” (Thorne, 2010, p. 407-8), a chance that students 
are not often presented.  
 In a traditional Indian classroom, it seems almost impossible to create a space for 
students to engage with their culture and take an active role in shaping their experiences, 
since they are in a position of passive learning. The power of the storytelling and analogy 
only becomes apparent in the few word problems in math classes, or literature classes 
where students are able to interpret the poetry or prose presented to them in their 
textbooks. But, the teacher, curriculum creators, and various cultural components, 
influence even these limited exposures to stories. With the recent change in curriculum in 
the state of Rajasthan, to add more Indian English authors to textbooks on English 
literature, and remove a few western authors, reflecting a change that could allow 
students to further relate to their curriculum, and make English more accessible. The 
question arises, however, around intentionality, whether this was done to encourage anti-
western sentiment, and boost nationalism, or simply to provide students the opportunity 
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for context-based learning, and, whether the authors included accurately represent the 
composition of the population in the region.  It is clear that there is a need for critical 
pedagogy in Indian school system, and it is time for the discourse on the implementation 
of critical pedagogy in India to shift, from being unrealistic and impractical, to 
achievable.  
 The workshop curriculum accompanying this project uses the tenets of critical 
pedagogy to help create a classroom environment where the students’ voices are valued 
and supported. With interactive coursework, and important feminist readings that cover 
the histories of women in India who have fought for their rights, whether overtly or 
covertly, the workshop fills in the gaps that have been left by the regular curriculum. The 
pressure to perform is significantly reduced, opening up the classroom as a space of 
healing, and learning for the sake of learning.  
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Chapter III 
Description of the Project 
This lesson plan is to serve as an introduction to Feminism in India. Using the 
interdisciplinary approach, integrating concepts from English literature and grammar to 
teach history and political science, this curriculum will also be used to help students 
develop their own poems, and reflective pieces, based on their perceptions of feminism in 
India. Taking a hint from the poet Kamala Das, the language doesn’t necessarily have to 
follow syntax, and the focal point ought to be on the concern, emotion, issue, or thought 
the student is trying to convey.  
The lesson will be broken up into four 60-minute sessions, which will be 
connected to the readings done prior to meeting in class, videos of Indian artists doing 
spoken word performances, and time for discussion and reflection. Part of each lesson 
will involve articulating ‘the self’ through poetry, while developing critical vocabulary, 
and introducing the themes of the readings for the upcoming class. In guided poetry 
writing sessions, we will be using pre-existing templates, such as, the “I am” poem 
format – where students are given skeletal structure of a poem with prompts such as “I 
am,” “I wonder,” “I hear,” etc. – so that student’s don’t have to agonize over being 
correct, and can instead focus on their words. 
Lessons will be structured as, Lesson 1) Introduction to Feminism and Indian 
English Poetry, Lesson 2) The Status of Women in Hindu Epics and Mythology, Lesson 
3) The Status of Women Post-Independence, and Lesson 4) The Influence of Politics and 
Media on the Post-Modern Woman: Changing Herstory.  
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Development of the Project 
Growing up, engaging in debates or discussions around gender, I would preface 
any arguments with, “I am not a feminist, but…” To me, feminism had been synonymous 
with misandry. It took a lot of reading for me to realize that feminism was indeed as 
Indian as I am. I had been exposed to one narrative my whole life, and I needed to 
address that, because it shouldn’t take so long for other students who are going through 
the same system of schooling that I went through. The idea for this project came to me 
after a class on ‘Education and Development in South Asia.’ I needed to find a way to 
answer questions that I had had when I was growing up, that current middle schools 
students might have right now, that future students wouldn’t have to ask.  
One of the first things I did, as I approached the idea of writing a curriculum that 
focused on situating feminism in the Indian context, was talk to my family and friends 
from India. Having learnt the tenets of critical pedagogy, understood the place for 
reflection in the classroom and creating safe spaces, within the safe incubator of the 
school of education, had made me believe that the world would be as accepting of the 
curriculum I was proposing, as my colleagues in the program were. While I did receive 
positive responses, reality sunk in very quickly, after a brief conversation with a friend 
from India, who had only one thing to say in response to my 400 word explanation, “The 
curriculum sounds great, are you sure this is for India?”  
I was ready for criticism, welcoming feedback, and looking forward to making 
changes in the curriculum that would accurately address the needs of the demographic I 
want to work with. What I wasn’t expecting was advice to be ready, to face backlash, or 
have my heart broken when the curriculum didn’t work, or navigate red tape, be more 
 33 
practical. I was also accused of being too western, and was told, “I understand, but others 
won’t.” It saddened me to think that my peers and friends had unanimously accepted that 
change couldn’t be made in the current system of formal education.  This hopelessness 
seems to stem from years of being told that things are a certain way because they cannot 
be another way. It also comes from the continued belief that feminism was 
conceptualized solely in the west, that equity was too foreign a subject, and that in a 
country where family and honor are held so dear, there was no way that a curriculum that 
focused on identity and individuality would be accepted.  
 Coming to writing the project, I was determined to address and answer the 
following questions: 
Why was I treated differently after a certain age?  
 Growing up in a middle class household, attending schools where English was the 
primary language of instruction, it wasn’t apparent to me that my childhood was different 
than others who didn’t have the resources, or the parents, I did. I believed that I could do 
and be whatever I wanted, gender didn’t factor into my choices. I was under the 
impression that this is how it was always going to be, until I was in middle school, and 
the differences in our teachers’ and other elders’ attitudes towards girls started to become 
apparent. Suddenly, boys and girls were made to sit separately, the length of our skirts 
became an issue, and girls were told to not be as ‘chatty’ with boys because it would send 
them the wrong impression. Meanwhile, the boys at our school continued to be as they 
were before, and didn’t quite understand why we weren’t interacting as much as before.  
They didn’t have a lot of time to ponder this change, since they were already 
starting to think about their career choices, as was apparent with their enrollment in 
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tutoring programs for engineering entrance exams, at 13. It didn’t matter if they were 
great at art or music, in our mandatory fine arts classes, whereas girls were encouraged to 
think about humanities and arts as options. A worrisome realization was that the girls 
were being trained to think about careers that would not detract them from house work, 
whereas the boys were urged to learn about their financial duties and other 
responsibilities not involving the home.  
Why were women used as pawns in mythology? 
 I was raised Hindu, and story time with my grandmother meant that I would learn 
about all the heroics of our gods, and love from our goddesses. Mythologies with women 
being kidnapped, disrobed in public without consequence, being gambled off, became a 
part of my relationship with religion. Men did things because they were angry with other 
men doing things, and so it went on. This is the narrative that I was exposed to, women 
were just property to be stolen, abused, and used as per the man’s prerogative. I would 
wonder how the situation would play out if the characters existed in today’s India. The 
women were always vulnerable to the intentions of the men in their lives, treated like 
property rather than human beings, and I didn’t understand it. There should have been a 
way for them to protect themselves.  
Hinduism is a complex religion, and not limited to these mythologies, however, 
the narrative of the ‘good’ woman who follows her husband’s or elders’ orders, even if 
they are questionable, whose life revolves around sacrificing her needs for others, and 
whose virtue is questioned time and again, without reason, is continuously propagated as 
the ideal. Queens from the 13th century, who took charge of their kingdoms, and ruled 
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them with strength and intelligence are left out of the narrative, or at best, are footnotes to 
the men who came before, and after them (Katrak, 2006).   
Why didn’t I relate to the women I saw on television? 
 There were times when I would be home, when my mother or grandmother would 
watch or flip through various channels showing mid-day soap operas. The women were 
wives, daughters, sisters, aunts, but the apparent binary in their portrayals would shock 
me. They would either be ever smiling, ‘good women,’ who had the food prepared, and 
clothes ready on time for their husbands or sons to leave for work, or they would be 
plotting, scheming, diabolical women, almost always ones who were educated beyond 
high school, had careers, or short hair, who swore revenge over their extended families. 
What I did not see was someone like my mother, sister, grandmother, or myself; someone 
who led a life that could not be neatly dissected and distributed into various pre-decided 
categories. I understood that these shows were meant to be an escape from reality, but it 
was strange for me to see that they unanimously generalized women into two types.  
Where was the woman who wanted a career, also a home and a family, and did 
not spend vast amounts of time hatching plans to humiliate another woman? Were 
women, the primary audience for these soaps, whether by choice or circumstance, being 
encouraged treating each other badly? Where were the gray areas that make our real lives 
more interesting? The basic premise was, get married young, stay at home and take care 
of your family if you are a ‘good’ woman, only ‘bad’ women disagree, have careers, or 
lives outside the home. I was dissatisfied what I was hearing, watching, or learning 
through my environment, and I did not know how to, or if I even should, address it. 
Understanding the tenets of critical pedagogy, and the transformative power of personal 
 36 
narratives, helped me create a curriculum that exposes the foundation of oppression on 
which much of our learning is based.  
 
Feminist Herstory through Indian English Literature 
 The Curriculum  
 
Workshop: 4 Sessions, 1 per week.  
 
Duration: 60 Minutes 
 
Grade Level: Middle school, 8th Grade. 
 
Setting: Afterschool workshop for English- medium private school students in Chennai, 
India.  
 
Objectives: To facilitate discussions surrounding existing legislation and policy studied 
in political science class, and identify key concerns regarding status of women in India, 
through Indian English feminist poetry, and the personal narrative.  
 
Guiding Questions:  
1) What does Feminism mean in the Indian context? 
2) What is the impact of laws and policies on the status of women in India? 
3) How can storytelling and poetry benefit the cause of feminism? 
4) What can be done to change the perception about women in India?  
 
Assessment: Students will be assessed based on participation in discussion and reflection 
activities, as well as a 5-minute performance on a topic pertaining to feminism in India at 
the end of the workshop.  
 
Pre-requisites:  
Students will need to be literate in English, and have access to history and political 
science textbooks for their grade level.  
 
Materials provided:  
Required reading materials: Poems, chapters from books in PDF format. 
Handouts #1–#6 [See Appendix] 
 
Additional Materials: (Not included in packet)  
Book: Indigenous roots of feminism: Culture, Subjectivity and Agency, by Jasbir Jain. 
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[provide handouts as needed] 
Computer, Projector, Internet connection, Access to YouTube.com, Adobe PDF reader, 
and speakers.  
 
Lesson One: Introduction to Feminism and Indian English Poetry (60 
minutes) 
 
Goals: 
1. To define the role of women and feminism in the Indian context, while 
problematizing common societal expectations. 
2. To understand the power of personal narratives and storytelling. 
 
Materials: Pens, paper, index cards, computer, projector, blackboard/whiteboard, and 
chalk/marker.  
Opening Group Activity & Discussion (7 minutes) 
 
 
Rationale: This activity will allow students to build a community of trust in the 
classroom, since they will be exposed to a new way of teaching and learning, that 
involves being open and vulnerable.  
 
Activity 1: Circles of Reflection  
 With the students, move all tables and chairs towards the back of the classroom to 
create enough space to form a large circle.  
 Divide students into two equal groups by counting them off in the order of 1-2.  
 Teacher instructs 1’s to form a circle facing outwards, i.e. their backs towards the 
inside of the circle, and 2’s to form a circle facing the ones, around them. This 
should create two concentric circles, with equal numbers of pairs facing each 
other.  
 Once in the circle, the students will take turns answering the 1st question (listed 
below) for 1 minute each, after which the inner circle will rotate to the left, 
creating a new pair of students. The students will then take turns answering the 
the 2nd question in this new pair, after which they will rotate to the left once more, 
taking turns to answer the 3rd question in the new pair.  
 Questions:  
1. What are 2 good words you would use to describe the person in front 
of you, and why?  
2. What are 2 good words you would use to describe yourself, and why? 
3. Were you surprised by the words your partner used to describe you? 
 Open the floor up for discussion about the words used, how they were different or 
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similar, why they used them, and what they thought about getting in a circle and 
moving changing the classroom structure.  
 
Introduction to terms (18 minutes) 
 
Rationale: This activity gives students a glimpse into the varied perspectives them and 
their classmates have about women, their roles, and terms related to the workshop.  
 
Activity 2: Discussing the Role of Women (8 minutes) 
  Question: What words or phrases come to mind when you think of women and 
their role in your life?  
 Teacher instructs students to say them out loud, and writes down all the words on 
blackboard/whiteboard.  
 Divide into small groups of 3 to 4 students.  
 Depending on the words that came up, teacher instructs students discuss, a) how 
the words were similar or different, b) what led to the word they chose, and c) 
whether they would choose a different word, from the ones on the board. 
 Share what you talked about in your group with the larger group.  
 
Activity 3: Important terms and their definitions (10 minutes) 
 Divide students into groups of 3 or 4 to maximize time for discussion.  
 Write down following terms on the blackboard/whiteboard, and ask them to 
discuss what they think each of them mean.  
o Freedom 
o Choice 
o Agency 
o Aging 
o Politics 
o Language use  
o Categories  
o Identity and roles 
 Write down the meanings associated with terms, to reassess after Lesson 3.  
 
Defining Feminism (30 minutes) 
 
Rationale: Following the last activity, discussing the “truths about womanhood,” as told 
by Kalki Koechlin, and writing the “just because” poem, will allow students to 
understand the various expectations from women in Indian society, and familiarize them 
with the concept of spoken word. It delves deeper into how feminism, which is looked 
upon as a western concept, is relevant in the Indian context.  
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Special instruction for Teacher: Write your own “Just Because” poem ahead of class, 
while reflecting on your position in society, using the structure handout. Try to keep it 
simple so that students don’t feel it is necessary to write at a higher level. Pass it out to 
the students along with the handout. It will encourage the students as they write their own 
poems, knowing that you were willing to be open with your reflection.  
 
Video: Kalki Koechlin talks about the truths of womanhood. Retrieve from: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dkaWQMo6fU4 
 
Activity 4: Video with Kalki & handout 1 
 Watch video [stop at 8 minutes 47 seconds] and encourage students to take notes 
if they hear anything that interests them.  
 After watching the video, count off students into small groups of 3-4.  
 Pass out handout #1 with discussion guiding questions:  
1. What are the roles and truths of womanhood that Kalki talks about?  
2. How are they similar or different from the roles you discussed in the previous 
activity?  
3. What did you think about her delivery of the ‘truths’? 
4. Would you call her a feminist, and is this a form of activism? 
5. What do you think about her, as a celebrity, talking about these truths?  
 Small group discussion: 5 minutes.  
 
Activity 5: Just Because Poem 
 Pass out “Just Because” poem handout #2. [see appendix] 
 Instruction for students: “Now, think about what you’ve discussed with your 
classmates and friends, and write a poem using the structure in the handout. Your 
poem does not have to rhyme, it is meant to be a your reflection on the video you 
just watched and the following discussion.”  
 Students write their poems: 8 minutes 
 Once they are done, read out the first stanza of your poem, and ask them if anyone 
would like to share a stanza or 2 from theirs as well: 5 minutes 
 
Closing Activity (5 minutes) 
 
Rationale: The students will be leaving with a lot to process, and the closing activity will 
allow them to being some coherence to the activities, discussion, and reflection they did 
in 45 minutes.  
 
Statement to share with students: Today, we talked about the role of women in our 
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lives, and the expectations that society holds for them. You’ve also written your very own 
poems, and looked at the problems that arise from expectations based simply on the 
identity society has assigned you. For next class, as you do the readings, think about that, 
in relation to the role assigned to women in our society. 
 
Activity 6: Closing Reflection 
 Pass out index cards.  
 “Take a moment to read your poem, and on this index card, write one word or 
phrase that captures the essence of what you want being you to mean, as opposed 
to what it means now. For example, I want being me to mean (insert word or 
phrase) because that is how I see myself.” [see appendix handout #2 for 
curriculum developer’s name for her poem] 
 We will end the class by sharing this word or phrase one by one and clap once 
after each person is done. For example, “Fighter.” Clap. “Different.” Clap. So on 
and so forth.  
 Collect the cards once everyone is done, and inform them that they will be getting 
them back at the end of the workshop.  
 
Reading for next class: Indigenous Roots of Feminism 
Chapter 1) A People Without a History? 
Chapter 2) The Body and the Soul–The Living Tradition.  
 
Lesson Two: The Status of Women in Hindu Epics and Mythology (60 
minutes) 
 
Goals: 
1. To delve deeper into the legislative and political aspect of feminism in India.  
2. To learn how the characterization of women in ancient literary works have an 
impact on women today.  
 
Materials: Pens, paper, picture cards [see appendix handout #3], reading materials.  
 
Materials: pens, paper, index cards, computer, access to internet, reading materials (see 
appendix).  
Storytelling Activity (30 Minutes) 
 
Rationale: This activity allows students to visit the notions of ideal wife and woman as 
told by society, and be able to re-write the stories of the well-known female characters 
they’ve heard and read about in epics and mythology, and the chapters from Indigenous 
Roots of Feminism.  
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Activity 7: Writing a story 
 Divide students into small groups of 3-4 each.  
 Alternate and give each group the 1 picture card depicting Draupadi in scenes 
from Mahabharata and Sita from the Ramayana.  
 Give a short introduction to each picture. [see Appendix Handout #3] 
 Give students time to look at and understand the events in the pictures: 2 minutes 
 Small group discussion of the pictures: 5 minutes 
o What do you know about these characters? 
o What is their position in relation to the men in their lives, as the ideal 
wife? 
o Did they have an identity separate from their communities? 
o What resonates with you from the assigned readings and the first class? 
 Instruction: Now think about these characters as if they were in the 21st century, 
with current laws and policies that you have learnt in political science. Discuss 
their situations: 5 minutes  
o What is their legal situation? 
o What is holding these women back?  
o What is wrong with these situations that? 
 Instruction: Once you’re done discussing, given that they are being treated 
unfairly in each of the pictures, how would you rewrite or change Draupadi and 
Sita’s story? Write the 10-sentence stories from the perspective of the 21st 
century.  
 Walk around the classroom and observe, or participate where necessary, students’ 
discussions.  
 Give students time to conceptualize and write the story: 8 minutes    
 Each group shares their story with the class: 10 minutes 
 
Let’s talk about the history of laws (25 minutes) 
 
Rationale: Taking a more academic look at the previous activity, talking about the 
codification of certain personal laws helps students connect their creative learning 
process with history and law.  
 
Special Instruction for Teachers: Prepare a one-page timeline of codified laws meant to 
protect women ahead of class, using history and political science textbook.  
 
Activity 8: Laws for the citizens, or not? 
 Distribute the timeline of laws to students, and give them time to consider it: 4 
minutes 
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 Discuss their stories in relation to the laws and when they were created. For 
example, “If Draupadi had been married to Arjun after the Hindu Marriage Law 
was passed, in 1955, Kunti would not have the right to ask her to be a wife to all 
the Pandavas. It would in fact be illegal.”  
 Discuss the process by which laws are made. Divide students into groups of 3 or 
4, and give them 5 minutes to come up with a bill that they would all like passed 
in the parliament. Discuss how the ideas for bills were similar or different, and 
how different groups of people might have different priorities. 
 Students discuss further suggestions for changes that could be made in the law, 
and ways in which laws are not able to protect citizens.  
 
Closing Activity (5 minutes) 
 
Rationale: Studying about archaic traditions that held women back, as well as laws that 
are not at all times successful in protecting the citizens they are meant to serve can be 
frustrating, especially when you are presented with a hopeful story if some laws were 
changed. This activity will students release some of the frustration or emotions they feel, 
through their voices.  
 
Activity 9: Finding Voice 
  Statement: It is not always easy to remember that you have a voice. Even as you 
narrated your rewritten stories of Draupadi and Sita, a lot of you felt that it 
wouldn’t matter, since the unfair treatment has long passed and you can’t do 
anything about it. We must remember that not all the unfair treatment that takes 
place on a daily basis gets reported, but through this workshop, critical thinking, 
and developing your voice, you will be able to create change.  
 Lead a vocal exercise activity, where you and students all hold one note for as 
long as possible. Instruct them to close their eyes, start softly and try to be as loud 
as possible towards the end. Do this three times.  
 
Assignment for next class: Write a “Just Because” poem that reflects on something you 
learnt today.  
Pick three favorite/interesting quotes from Indigenous Roots of Feminism, to share with 
the class.  
 
Reading for next class:  
Kamala Das’ poems [see appendix handout #4], 
Indigenous Roots of Feminism, Chapter 3) Working Through Space: Patriarchy and 
Resistance.   
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Lesson Three: The Status of Women Post-Independence (60 minutes) 
 
Goals:  
1. To deepen students’ comprehension of feminism post independence through 
Indian English Feminist poetry.  
2. To broaden the students’ perspective on ‘the self,’ and the emphasis on the 
individual rather than the society.  
 
Materials: Kamala Das’ poems [Handout #4], Handout #5, pen, paper, 
blackboard/whiteboard, chalk/marker.  
 
Kamala Das (30 minutes) 
 
Rationale: This activity will allow students to understand the ‘post-independence 
woman,’ who was different in many ways from the previous generations of women. The 
roots of feminism had taken hold, and students will be familiarized with the concepts of 
agency and voice, which are central to the feminist movement.  
 
Special Instruction for Teacher:  
 
Activity 10: Defining terms 
 Divide students into groups of 3-4 each, and distribute handout #4 with excerpts 
from two poems by Kamala Das.  
 Instruction for students: In relation to the poems and previous classwork, discuss 
what Kamala Das says about:   
o Freedom 
o Choice 
o Agency 
o Aging 
o Politics 
o Language use  
o Categories  
o Identity and roles 
 What kinds of laws were in place to protect the ‘post independence woman’? 
 How does Das disrupt the dominant narrative of the happy family life? 
 Along with the students, take a few minutes to talk about how the reading relates 
to Das’ poems as well as their own relationship with expression through art.  
 Remind students that they discussed these terms before, and ask them to compare 
the definitions and how they have changed.  
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Statement: Indian English feminist literature had its meager beginnings post-
independence; it brought to fore a conversation about the various roles a woman has, and 
how education creates change. It is a commentary on social stratification, misogyny, 
unequal citizenship, and a violation of human rights. It started with telling the story of the 
oppressed Indian housewife, instances of mental and physical torture, questioning social 
dogmas, realizing individuality, and with time the focus of the narrative shifts to include 
the stories most relevant and important to the women of that time. 
 
“Identity” poem (10 minutes)  
 
Rationale: This activity will allow students to explore unfair treatment, identities 
independent of community, as well as their position in relation to the people in their lives.  
 
Activity 11: Identity and Handout 5 
 Distribute Handout #5 that consists of the structure of the “Identity” poem.  
 “Given everything we’ve discussed so far, use this time to reflect on the identity 
and the individual. Close your eyes and imagine a woman, give her a name, and 
write a poem from her perspective, using the structure in the handout. Your poem 
does not have to rhyme, Be creative!”  
 Give students time to write their poems: 8 minutes 
 Read out the first three lines from your poem, and leave the floor open for 
students who are willing to share theirs out loud with the class.  
 Distribute Index cards and ask students to write their names as well as the name 
of their poem. Collect the cards once they are done, and inform them that they 
will be getting them back at the end of the workshop 
 
Closing Activity (10 minutes) 
 
Rationale: Sharing their favorite/most interesting quotes from the reading with the class 
will allow students to reflect quietly on the different quotes their classmates picked, 
remembering that everyone comes into the classroom with a unique perspective. 
 
Activity 12: Favorite Quote 
 Each student should share one of their favorite quotes, for example, “Feminism 
insists on recognition of agency, of a separate space, but does not refute 
relationships" (Jain, 2011, p.3) 
 Explain that each of them has a unique perspective, thus it is interesting to see the 
variety in quotes that students contributed.  
 
Assignment for next class: 10 Minutes  
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 Give each student back the index cards that you collected from him or her. 
 Count off students into groups of 4. They will be given 10 minutes to begin 
planning a five-minute performance piece for next class, based on the concepts 
discussed in this workshop, and their reflection pieces, and how to create change. 
o Freedom, agency, voice, struggle, art, perfection, choice, pressure, society, 
etc. are a few examples.  
 The performance must include the “I Am” poem, the format for which has been 
provided in handout #6.  
 Students can choose to simply recite the poem they create, or use posters, role-
playing, and other creative means to enhance the experience.  
 Walk around the classroom while the students develop ideas and rehearse, offer 
help wherever needed.  
 
Lesson Four: The Influence of Politics and Media on the Post-Modern 
Woman: Changing Herstory. (60 minutes)  
 
Goals:  
1. To gain a deeper understanding of the influence of politics and media on the 
position of women in society today.  
2. To use the knowledge gained over the course of the workshop to develop a 
performance project and initiate a change in herstory.   
3. To evaluate the experience of the workshop.  
 
Materials: Index cards, “I Am” poem format [see appendix Handout #6] pen, paper, 
computer, projector, blackboard/whiteboard, chalk/marker.  
 
Current Indian TV soap opera (15 Minutes) 
 
Rationale: Using current media and T.V portrayals of women, that students might have 
been exposed to at home, allow students to better understand the need for change in 
society.  
 
Activity 13: Women on T.V  
 Question: If you’re flipping through channels on T.V, watching Hindi serials, 
What kind of women do you usually see? (5 minutes) 
 Statement: (10 minutes) 
“On TV, 'good' women are presented as submissive, sensitive and domesticated; 
'bad' women are rebellious, independent and selfish. The 'dream-girl' stereotype is 
gentle, demure, sensitive, submissive, non-competitive, sweet natured and 
dependent. The male hero tends to be physically strong, aggressive, and assertive, 
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takes the initiative, is independent, competitive and ambitious.” (Aaliya Ahmed, 
2012, p. 1)  
 Discuss this statement, and what impact this portrayal could have on the position 
of women.  
 How are dominant narratives responsible for the perpetuation of this “ideal 
woman”?  
 How is this discussion relevant to feminism and the idea that it is a western 
concept?  
 What would you do the change the portrayal of women on Indian television?  
 
Performance Activity (40 minutes)  
 
Rationale: This activity, a creative performance, will allow students to connect the 
concepts they’ve learnt over the course of the workshop, and express their ideas for 
change, through art.  
 
Statement: Over the course of the workshop, we have discussed the impact of societal 
norms, expectations, and literary and media portrayal on the status of women in society, 
the history of legislative policies, and feminism in the Indian context.  
 
Although many women enjoy the role of ‘nurturer,’ that is assigned to them at birth, and 
are fulfilled by serving family and others, the issue arises when society perpetuates the 
narrative that this is the only role women are capable of, or should be, embodying.  
 
Much like Kalki Koechlin, Kamala Das, or Benodini Dasi, we are here to start a dialogue 
and change that narrative. Today, you will be working in groups to create a performance 
project that is based on what we have discussed, and the poems you have already written. 
But, we are here to change herstory, and will hopefully leave here with a hope.  
 
Activity 14: Planning (10 minutes) 
 In the groups determined at the end of last class, students continue to plan and 
practice their final performance. 
 Repeat the instructions from the previous class.  
 Walk around the classroom while the students develop ideas and rehearse, offer 
help wherever needed.  
 
Activity 15: Performance (30 minutes) 
 Instruction for students: After each performance, the audience will have time to 
speak words of affirmation. Such as,  
o Special, Empowering, Inspiring, Thank you, Beautiful, Fantastic etc.  
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 Each group will perform: 5 minutes   
 Post performance appreciation: 1 minute 
 Teacher will time the performance, and post performance appreciation.  
 
Final Reflection and Closing (15 minutes) 
 
Rationale: This will afford students the opportunity to reflect on their experiences, as 
well as provide feedback to the teacher regarding the workshop.  
 
Activity 16: Reflection and Evaluation 
 Go around the classroom, using the prompt, “In this workshop I learnt…” talk 
about what each student, as well as the teacher, learnt through this process.  
 Give teacher feedback about how the workshop was facilitated, and suggest 
changes.  
 End the session with a slow clap, rising to a full applause, as an appreciation for 
everyone’s participation in the workshop.  
 
RESOURCE MATERIALS 
 
Lesson 1: Handout #2: “Just Because” poem 
Directions: fill in the poem with your own ideas. 
 
Just because I'm __________________________________ 
Doesn't mean ____________________________________  
Doesn't mean ______________________________ 
And doesn't mean _____________________________ 
Just because ____________________________________ 
Doesn't mean _____________________________________ 
Doesn't mean __________________________________ 
Doesn't mean __________________________________ 
Just because __________________________________ 
Doesn't mean __________________________________ 
Doesn't mean __________________________________ 
Doesn't mean __________________________________ 
Just because __________________________________ 
(Write a Question) __________________________________ 
(Write a Question) __________________________________ 
(Write a Question) __________________________________ 
(Write a final Statement) __________________________________ 
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Example: [here is where you type out your poem] 
 Following is an example for teachers to read only 
 
Just because I’m a woman 
Doesn’t mean I’m meek or submissive 
Doesn’t mean I don’t know how to use tools 
And doesn’t mean I won’t fight back  
Just Because I’m a woman 
Doesn’t mean I only dream of weddings 
Doesn’t mean I have to learn to cook 
Doesn’t mean I’m doesn’t mean I’m overemotional 
Just because I’m a woman 
Doesn't mean I get angry only when I’m on my period 
Doesn't mean I should get paid any lesser than men 
Doesn't mean I only like reading magazines 
Just because I’m a woman 
Why do you think I’m being too loud? 
Why do you think I’m eating too much? 
Why do you think I’m ready to have babies? 
I will scream, eat, and bleed as I please.  
 
 Word or Phrase to go on Index Card: Fighter  
 
Lesson 2: Handout 3# - Picture Cards: Draupadi and Sita 
 
 
 
Image 1: Draupadi with 5 
Pandavas and Kunti (their 
mother) 
 
Retrieved from: 
http://www.backtogodhead.i
n/five-husbands-of-
draupadi-by-dhruva-dasa/ 
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Image 2: “Cheer haran” 
i.e. Duryodhana 
undressing Draupadi in 
court after Yudhishtir 
gambles her away. 
 
Retrieved from: 
https://hinduperspective.c
om/2013/09/14/arjuna-
bhima-and-the-disrobing-
of-draupadi/  
Image 3: Sita, Ram, and 
Laksham leaving the 
kingdom after being 
exiled.  
 
Retrieved from: 
http://apnisanskriti.com/w
p-
content/uploads/2015/09/S
ita-Haran-6.jpg  
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Lesson 3: Handout #4: Kamala Das 
 
 Excerpts from “The Suicide” 
"I tell you, sea, 
I have enough courage to die, 
But not enough. 
Not enough to disobey him 
Who said: Do not die 
And hurt me that certain way. 
How easy your duties are. 
How simple." 
 
"You swing and you swing, 
O sea, you play a child's game. 
But, 
I must pose. 
I must pretend, 
I must act the role 
Of happy woman, 
Happy wife." 
 
“I had a house a Malabar 
And a pale-green pond. 
I did all my growing there 
In the bright summer months. 
Image 4: Sita’s 
“Agnipariksha” i.e. a 
test of whether she’d 
been loyal to Rama, her 
husband, in the time she 
was held captive by 
Ravana at Lanka. 
 
Retrieved from: 
http://cdn.youthkiawaaz.
com/wp-
content/uploads/2013/12
/04/never-want-
husband-like-ram-far-
maryada-
purushottam/Agni-
pariksha-of-sita.jpg  
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I swam about and floated, 
And divided into the cold and green 
I lay speckled green and gold 
In all the hours of the sun, 
Until 
My grandmother cried, 
Darling, you must stop this bathing now. 
You are much too big to play 
Naked in the pond." 
 
 Excerpts from “An Introduction” 
"I don't know politics but I know the names 
Of those in power, and can repeat them like 
Days of week, or names of months, beginning with Nehru." 
 
"Don't write in English, they said, English is 
Not your mother-tongue. Why not leave 
Me alone, critics, friends, visiting cousins, 
Every one of you? Why not let me speak in 
Any language I like? The language I speak, 
Becomes mine, its distortions, its queernesses 
All mine, mine alone." 
 
"I wore a shirt and my 
Brother's trousers, cut my hair short and ignored 
My womanliness. Dress in sarees, be girl 
Be wife, they said. Be embroiderer, be cook, 
Be a quarreller with servants. Fit in. Oh, 
Belong, cried the categorizers." 
  
"I am sinner, 
I am saint. I am the beloved and the 
Betrayed. I have no joys that are not yours, no 
Aches which are not yours. I too call myself I."  
 
Handout #5: “Identity” poem 
 
Line 1 Write your first name. 
Line 2 Write four (4) words about you, 
Line 3 Write Brother or Sister of and then list your brother or sister's 
name, (If you don't have brothers or sisters, write no one.) 
Line 4 Write Lover of and then three (3) things you love, 
Line 5 Write Who feels and then three (3) things and how you feel about 
them, 
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Line 6 Write Who needs and then three (3) things you need, 
Line 7 Write Who gives and then three (3) things you give others, 
Line 8 Write Who fears and then three (3) things that scare you, 
Line 9 Write Who would like to see and three (3) things you want to see, 
Line 10 Write Resident of and then the city you live in, then your street  
name, 
Line 11 Write your last name. 
 
Example: [here is where you type out your poem] 
 
Lesson 4: Handout #6 “I Am” poem 
 
FIRST STANZA 
I am (two special characteristics you have) 
I wonder (something you are actually curious about) 
I hear (an imaginary sound) 
I see (an imaginary sight) 
I want (an actual desire) 
I am (the first line of the poem repeated) 
 
SECOND STANZA 
 
I pretend (something you actually pretend to do) 
I feel (a feeling about something imaginary) 
I touch (an imaginary touch) 
I worry (something that really bothers you) 
I cry (something that makes you very sad) 
I am (the first line of the poem repeated) 
 
THIRD STANZA 
I understand (something you know is true) 
I say (something you believe in) 
I dream (something you actually dream about) 
I try (something you really make an effort about) 
I hope (something you actually hope for) 
I am (the first line of the poem repeated) 
 
Example: [[here is where you type out your poem] 
 
End. 
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Chapter IV 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
The need to create this curriculum is both, personal, and political. Growing up 
unable to ask or answer questions surrounding the position of women in society, and why 
things were the way they were, led to an urgency to create change. A woman was wife, 
widow, mother, daughter, sister, and ultimately nurturer responsible for the care of her 
family, society, and country. Her individual identity was lost in a torrent of duties and 
responsibilities, determined collectively by society at large, centuries in advance, to be 
modified at the slightest by technological advances, which helped her achieve those 
goals. It did not matter if her wants and needs differed from those assigned to her, it was 
important that she perform her duty to the country regardless of individuality. While laws 
changed to protect them, and protests grew to include the woman’s voice, the fact 
remained that women were at a disadvantage because of various technicalities that 
prevented them from exercising their rights to be safe. Unequal citizenship presents itself 
in many ways, whether under the guise of Indian secularism allowing the practice of 
child marriage under Sharia Law, or in an effort to protect the ideal of the Indian family 
system, that would be broken and damaged if married women were allowed to report 
cases of spousal rape. Feminism, the voice of reason, that asks for the law to recognize 
these slights on their citizens, women as well as men who vulnerable to ill treatment and 
bias based on their status in society, is disregarded as a western concept that is against the 
Indian moral code.  
Socialized in this way from very early on, boys and girls in India often avoid 
asking questions, and, “it is, therefore, important to initiate change processes at a younger 
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age so that attitudes can be shaped and behaviors transformed” (Gender Equity 
Movement in Schools, 2011). The lens of critical pedagogy explores the introduction of 
democracy in the classroom, where the facilitator learns from the students just as they 
learn from him or her. It exposes the hegemony that helps maintain the status quo, and 
allows inequalities to persist. In an average Indian classroom, with 1 teacher and 38 
students, (Indian Education Profile, 2005), the chances for the student’s voices, their 
individual identity, and space for active engagement can be limited. But, it is all the more 
important, for their all rounded development, for them to have the tools to constructively 
ask questions about injustice and inequality.  
A pedagogy that is sensitive to gender, class, caste and global inequalities is one 
that does not merely affirm difficult individual and collective experiences but also 
locates these within larger structures of power and raises questions such as, who is 
a allowed to speak for whom? Whose knowledge is most valued? (National 
Curricular Framework, 2005, p. 24).   
The purpose of this project was to design a workshop curriculum that uses Indian 
English feminist literature to define and exemplify the need for feminism in the Indian 
context. The project accomplishes this purpose by giving students the opportunity to, first 
explore the roles of the women in their lives, thus looking at women in relation to 
themselves and understanding the varied relationships that their classmates have with 
women in their lives. While students tend to converse amongst themselves while 
socializing in the few minutes they have between classes, it is not often possible for them 
to critically examine the way in which each of them perceives the women, or concepts of 
freedom, choice, agency, aging, roles, etc. in a context that is not evaluated by tests. 
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Through their exposure to spoken word performances, Kamala Das’s poetry, and 
consequently the power of the personal narrative, they are more likely to understand the 
need for changes in law and policy that concern these women, whose rights have thus far 
been infringed upon. Given the chance to re-write the story of characters from popular 
mythology, the students will be taking a critical look at how the notions of ideal wife and 
woman that have held women back, and how laws and policies are constructed by those 
in positions of power who might have different sets of priorities, and their own 
perception of inequality that might be different than most of society, and in that, 
continuing to be unjust. The project draws attention to the problematic portrayal of 
women in television shows that do not leave room for the self, and focus instead on 
perpetuating age old notions of self-sacrificing women, who give themselves up for the 
‘greater good.’ 
Through writing their own poetry, they will be taking ownership of the English 
language, which is considered foreign, and express the issues they have with the 
expectations that their family or society has of the, simply because of who they are. In a 
society that values the collective over the individual, students will have the space to 
express who they are, their needs and wants, that might have otherwise gone 
unexpressed. In sharing these views with the group, they help their classmates realize that 
everyone has their own unique repertoire of needs, wants, fears, and aspirations. The goal 
of the project, to facilitate discussions surrounding existing legislation and policy studied 
in political science class, and identify key concerns regarding status of women in India, 
through Indian English feminist poetry, and the personal narrative, is successfully 
accomplished. The curriculum not only creates a space for a dialogue around feminism, 
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equal citizenship, societal norms and expectations, but also, hopefully, simultaneously 
enhances their creative, technical, as well as critical thinking abilities. 
Limitations 
1. One of the limitations of this project lies in the fact that it was created for 
implementation with an English speaking population, which in itself caused 
the alienation of the multitudes of non-English speaking students. There is a 
need for this curriculum to be developed in regional languages, with literature 
that features women from the local context, so that it can be an effective 
method of introducing the origin of feminism in India.  
2. The chapter in the project that uses Hindu mythology to examine laws was 
created under the assumption that those epics are popular and thus most 
students would be familiar with the basic storyline. While the part of the story 
used in the curriculum in explained in the pictures associated with the activity, 
the fact remains that some students might be better versed in the nuances of 
the situation presented than others, and thus may have an unfair advantage 
over them in recognizing the laws that have been violated. There is also the 
possibility that they may simply not agree that the situation is unfair, because 
the narrative that they are familiar with is one where the women in the story 
had more agency than are accounted for in this curriculum. 
3.  Even though the ideas in this project are well researched, I have not yet had 
the opportunity to implement it, and thus the quality and effectiveness have 
not been evaluated.  
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Recommendations 
It is important that the facilitators using this curriculum should keep in mind the 
sensitivity around the topic of feminism and the role of women in India. The fact is that 
some, if not all, students might be resistant to the ideas presented in this project, and the 
facilitators might give them time to grapple with these, offering additional support 
outside of class if possible.  
It is possible that students may not identify with or be uncomfortable working 
with the mythological characters introduced in Lesson 3, if that is the case; adjustments 
to the curriculum can, and should be made. Changes are encouraged, if they would serve 
the population better than the curriculum in its current form, as long as the changes stay 
true to the purpose of introducing the concept of feminism in the local context, and 
creating a space for reflection and voice. 
Lastly, critical pedagogy, and the concept of active engagement in the classroom 
may be new to the students, who may need time before they are able to participate. 
Facilitators ought to keep that in mind, and while encouraging students to speak to the 
larger group, also spend time with the smaller groups for the students that are more 
comfortable speaking in those spaces. Evaluation need not only be based on larger group 
interaction.  
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